exercise, however, it is necessary to question the value of making comparisons between the USA and Europe in the first place. Despite it having become fashionable in the past decade, does it really make sense to compare US and European experiences in this area given the huge historical and present-day differences between these two parts of the world? First, the USA is nowadays often presented as a 'nation of immigrants', as a nation-state built by immigrants even though this was not always the case in the past (Zolberg 2006) . But Europe, on the other hand, while undoubtedly a de facto immigration continent (Thränhardt 1992; Martiniello 2007) , is seen as a non-state (Wiener 1998) formed by different nations built before the large-scale immigration that was basically unwanted as a permanent component of the nation. Second, the historical 'racial divide' originating in slavery between black and white, which continues to play a major role in debates and policies in the USA, finds no equivalent fracture in Europe.
This is not of course to say that racism does not exist in Europe, but that the heritage of slavery plays differently in current debates on immigration, ethnicity and race on each side of the Atlantic. Third, the European continent hosts several former colonial and imperial powers, while the USA is a former colony that has progressively become an imperial power. Fourth, the role of religion in both societies seems quite different. Whereas many European countries became more secularized in the twentieth century, the USA seems to remain globally a more religious country.
Fifth, Europe, at least the older member states of the EU, is characterized by a relatively strong welfare state, though there is some debate about its future, whereas the social safety net remains less protective in the USA and this difference is relevant in the context of debates on immigration. Sixth, NAFTA and the EU are very Finally, national unity is not a political issue in the USA, whereas in Europe unity of member states is regularly questioned, especially by ultra nationalist and separatist forces in several of its member states (like, for example, Belgium, Italy and Spain).
Beyond these differences, however, there are similarities between the USA and Europe in terms of migration, ethnicity and race. First, both regions are magnets for millions of potential migrants, many of whom take huge risks to cross increasingly militarized borders. Second, similar contradictory trends can be observed on both sides of the Atlantic, especially in urban settings, towards social, economic, ethnic, racial and religious fragmentation on the one hand and towards cohesion, group border crossings and interculturalism on the other. Finally, similar limits to public action, in the field of migration and in post-migration policies, are noted in the USA and Europe.
It seems as if the historical distinction between traditional countries of immigration (the USA, Canada and Australia) and nations that existed as such prior to migration (the EU member states) is becoming increasingly blurred. The USA and In the next section of the paper we ask what scientific use immigrant political transnationalism may have for the study of migrants' political activities. We also articulate the limits of the concept and suggest some directions for future research in which knowledge is currently weak. Finally, we examine the comparability of transnational political phenomena as studied in the USA and Europe and discuss how this special issue contributes to the greater comparability we believe is necessary.
Transnationalism: context and definition
The interest of different social-science disciplines (including economics, sociology, political science and anthropology) in studying globalization and its impact on society has shed light on the concept of transnationalism in such a way that a variety of definitions now exist. All these definitions, however, agree that transnationalism is a way of describing cross-border exchanges.
The emergence of transnationalism as a scientific concept for studying migration is actually considerably older than the 1990s, when the term is often 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 Basing themselves on the work of Merton, Portes et al. (1999, p. 218-9) suggest that the creation of a new scientific concept can only be justified if the activities under study happen on a stable and recurring basis, involve a significant share of the migrant community and if other concepts fail to capture the new reality.
This has several implications. Occasional transborder contacts, doing business once in a while or keeping the right to vote in the home country are insufficient in themselves (these sporadic activities may, however, reinforce existing transnational linkages). Furthermore, to mobilize the concept of transnationalism, a significant part of the community has to be involved in these practices. The idea is that the concept 'should designate a distinct class of activities or people' that are not covered by another concept and therefore transnationalism should aim to describe a new reality. claiming discontinuity, the students of immigrant transnationalism have effectively Defining transnationalism as a perspective or scientific concept is the appropriate choice at this stage. Albrow (1998) supports this idea while emphasizing the grounds that 'the study of immigrants can never be simply the study of individuals and families, but must at all points take account of the corporate life within which individuals and families are embedded'. While we agree that the study of immigrants' transnational activities must be connected to the social context in which they take place, we nonetheless maintain that it is scientifically dubious to essentialize transnationalism because, although all migrants can potentially and to different degrees be involved in transnational activities, no migrant community is by nature transnational. Because community-based studies naturally tend to emphasize those factors that are specific to a community, they tend to essentialize transnationalism, while studies that focus on practices could provide researchers with a clear object with which to conduct comparative work from a non-essentialist perspective.
Facing those transnational practices, one may further distinguish a more general transnational condition that emerged in the context of globalization (Portes et al. 1999) . It refers to the increasing duality that characterizes certain migrants'
lives. Speaking two languages, having two passports, owning a house in two countries or earning money by doing business between two spaces are different characteristics of the transnational condition. In line with this comment, this special issue hence puts the focus on the transnational political activities of migrants and, as is illustrated in different papers, supports the idea that the action of the state and the migrants are sometimes closely Several scholars have tried to classify immigrant transnational activities. One of the most interesting of these attempts has been made by ∅stergaard-Nielsen, who identifies three broad categories of transnational political activity. The first, homeland politics, consists of the political activities in which migrant communities engage in the host country on issues that exclusively concern the home country.
Through 'transnational activism', the migrant community shows its support or hostility for the political regime of its homeland or, as Guarnizo et al. (2003 Guarnizo et al. ( , p. 1239 put it, the term 'is a constructive phenomenon through which people respond to longdistance social obligations and belonging and seek to transform political practices in their sending countries'.
The second, immigrant politics, refers to the political activities undertaken by the community to improve its social status in the host country. Immigrant politics includes attempts to fight discrimination or to gain more political, economic or social rights. However, not all immigrant politics is transnational but it may become so when the authorities in the home country take an interest in the debate on the integration of their emigrants in the host country (∅stergard-Nielsen 2003, p. 21) or when communities proceeding from the same country of origin but residing in different destination countries organize their demands across borders.
The third, translocal politics, differs from the other two categories in that it does not necessarily involve the governments of either the host or home country. It refers to the initiatives of migrant communities or individuals who seek to provide Lacroix (2003, p. 126-7) has shown that states are eager to have a say in these migrants' projects in the home country. On the one hand they see it as a useful means of developing rural areas and on the other they want to be involved because they are concerned that migrant associations might encroach on some of their powers.
Even though this typology is helpful in understanding the full diversity of transnational political activities, it should not be accepted without criticism. For instance, it fails to make clear how translocal politics differs from homeland politics.
Also, relying too heavily on this typology could give the impression that, from a normative viewpoint, immigrant transnational political activity is always desirable, To return to ∅stergard-Nielsen's typology, the mere act of designing a category risks giving the impression that spaces of political action are clearly separated from one another, which is obviously not the point we are trying to make here. The same community can engage in immigrant and homeland politics jointly.
In other words, the fight for a better status as a migrant in the host country is not A further advantage of the concept of transnationalism is that it potentially challenges methodological nationalism (Glick Schiller et al. 1992 ). In the study of migration, methodological nationalism translates into an exaggerated focus on the country of residence. As mentioned earlier, Sayad has proved beyond doubt that immigration cannot be understood fully if the study of emigration is neglected. The social links created by transnational activities cross geographic, cultural and political borders and thus oblige researchers to take the two spaces into account.
Transnationalism therefore gives one a chance of avoiding methodological nationalism by encouraging researchers to consider the object of their research from different national perspectives. Yet, replacing methodological nationalism with methodological transnationalism is not without risks. Indeed, the dominance of American researchers in the study of transnational practices also implies that transnationalism is strongly rooted in the US experience. The risk is to neglect other viewpoints such as the major findings by French scholars like Ma-Mung (1996) , These questions relate strongly, however, to three dimensions of modern citizenship as defined by Leca (1991) -a legal status that grants civic, political and social rights and obligations to its holders; a set of social roles that allows an individual to make choices in public affairs (like being a voter or activist); and various civic qualities deemed necessary to be a 'good citizen' (one of which is that all citizens agree to respect the primacy of a public interest). Sending states that promote the transnational political participation of their emigrants necessarily modify the three dimensions of citizenship. Legal status is the most visible change when, for instance, double nationality is allowed to emigrants but the social roles attached to citizenship are also affected by transnational political activities (for example by adding a symbolic value to the emigrant vote). Finally, with these practices and new citizenship opportunities, the migrant becomes a citizen who lives abroad yet still retains a stake in the country of origin's internal affairs.
This explicit recognition is also an extension of the civic qualities deemed necessary to be a good citizen (which sometimes coincides with the home country government changing its attitude from seeing migrants as traitors to treating them as heroes).
Bauböck (2003, p. 703) thus argues that political transnationalism consists of more 
Towards a comparative approach in the study of transnational political activities
In some respects, though we have come to the conclusion that formal political relations between the emigrant community and homeland present some novel characteristics compared with older practices, the persistence of political links with the home country is much older. Nonetheless, it seems as if, during the process of migrant inclusion in the host country's political arena, a different place has been given to a migrant's links with his or her home country. This is what we try to show in the following paragraphs in which we describe the evolution of immigrant transnational political participation in the United States and Europe.
In the United States, a significant place has traditionally been given to these linkages through ethnic lobbying. Tony Smith splits its history into three parts World War when the so-called 'enemy-aliens' would strongly feel its consequences.
The second period, which is from 1945 to the end of the cold war, is epitomized by the internationalization of US foreign policy. Thus, the fight against communism, wherever it existed, gave huge leverage to several lobbies on American foreign policy. The importance of ideology to the USA and the common goals the government shared with some lobbies explain this new influence. The Cuban American lobby that developed at the turn of the 1980s is probably the best example of an ethnic group having derived great benefit from the anti-communist ideological context.
The third period starts after the fall of the Berlin wall. For Smith, the Clinton era represented a peak in ethnic group influence on American foreign policy. Some What made the USA so receptive to the demands of ethnic groups? The rise of multicultural policies in the 1980s and even more so in the 1990s may have had something to do with it. This was also when candidates to a national election first started to travel with their political campaigns to host countries with a view to collecting migrant votes and funds. Similarly, recipient countries made it easier to acquire dual nationality and they set up programmes and administrations to control transnational activities (Roberts et al. 1999, p. 247 ).
For Shain (1999, p. 51) multiculturalism is partly the result of the African American struggle for civil liberties, which later benefited migrant communities.
Shain gives three other reasons for the rising influence of ethnic lobbying in the twentieth century. First, the US liberal-democratic ethos enfranchises citizens no matter where they are from. Second, the media have contributed to the empowerment of migrant communities by publicizing their work and amplifying the impact of their actions. More specifically, the ethnic media have strengthened some migrants' sense of belonging to a community and their feelings that their community has specific issues to address. The third and last element is the fragmentation of the US foreign policy decision-making process. According to Shain, the US Congress, by its very nature, influences positively the power of ethnic groups. It is split between two parties, its members do not follow a strict line defined by the party, and this room for manoeuvre empowers each individual member of Congress. These individuals, in return, more easily submit to the influence of lobby groups (irrespective of whether or not they are ethnic) (Shain 1999, p. 80 The Belgian case, to take just one example among others, illustrates this trend very clearly. After the Second World War the Belgian authorities set up a labour recruitment programme for alien workers. The programme was designed to allow only temporary migrants and it therefore ensured a rotation within the migrant community. As mentioned, this delayed the implementation of a real integration policy by the authorities. As guest workers, these migrants were deprived of any political rights in Belgium. Labour unions thus offered the best chance of defending their interests as workers in the host country and they helped many migrants become familiar with the Belgian political system (Martiniello 1998, p. 109-10) . At the end of the 1960s, migrant local consultative councils (MLCCs) were set up in 35 Belgian cities to establish contact between local politicians and the migrant population. In several cities, national groups got well organized and came up with an electoral list that reflected divisions in the home country. The elections that followed gave migrants an opportunity to elect their MLCC representatives. While this form of political participation did little to improve the status of migrants, it did, however, encourage some migrants to organize politically and to establish some links with (Martiniello 1998, p. 112-13) .
The Belgian case is an illustration of why European researchers approach migration differently from their US counterparts. In Europe, the focus has been on migrants' struggles to improve their status in the host country because, as temporary workers, they were not accepted as citizens. There was thus less call than in the United States for studies on ethnic lobbying and homeland politics (∅stergaard-Nielsen 2003, p. 6 ). Yet, one should not infer from this that ethnic lobbying and homeland politics were non-existent in Europe. There are numerous examples of migrant communities in Europe keeping strong political ties with their homelands over long periods of time. As such, the interest in transnationalism that has developed in European academic circles has progressively narrowed the gap between US and European researchers.
The strength of this special issue lies in the fact that it draws attention to differences and similarities in the preoccupations of researchers on both sides of the Atlantic, but also suggests different angles upon which comparative projects can be built.
We suggest that there are three elements that could be used to support the idea that continuing differences may exist between US and European research on political transnationalism. Facing the apparently enduring differences between research on political transnationalism in Europe and in the USA, the contributions to this special issue also show a path for possible comparative research.
Researchers on both sides of the Atlantic would undoubtedly gain from looking at the question from the perspective of the host country, particularly its role in democratization. An absence of democracy in the homeland and the specificity of the migrants' position on that issue are recurring themes in Itzigsohn and Villacrés's To conclude this conceptual introduction, it is necessary to remember that the quantity of literature on transnationalism available today has been achieved in a relatively short amount of time. The fruitful debate between supporters and opponents of the concept in Europe and the United States has made this possible.
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